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Since time imumemorial (by which we mean the late 70s), there has never 
been a better time to be a fan of the six-foot anthropomorphic dog Sam 

and his hyperkinetic pal—and Max, too. With a series of episodic adventure 
games, a long-awaited reprint of the legendary comic, and a DVD collection 


of the obscure (but celebrated) animated series, 2008 is looking to be the 
Year of the Freelance Police. Don't say we didn't warm you. Didn't we wam 


| | 0 | you? I thought we warned you. We didn’t? Oh, sorry. 


BY PAUL STARR AND KEVIN GIFFORD 


jefore we head back in time and revisit the Sam-and-Maxian 
ictories of yore, let's first examine the medium that is most 

active right now for the dog and rabbity thing: the video games. 
Ifyou asked ten red-blooded American males (weeding out the 
ones who never heard of Sam & Max before, preferably with 
a weedwhacker), eight or so of ‘em would probably know the 
crazy pair exclusively from their stints in video games. I's a 
fact. 

Fifteen years on from its original release, LucasArts’ Sam 
& Max Hit the Roadis still considered a classic of adventure 
gaming today, and not just because PC owners have things for 
highly pixelated 2D graphics. There's a few reasons for this: It 
came out right at the end of the adventure genre's heyday, so 
the interface is well-refined and simple to leam; the challenge 
level is high but not quite impossible; and the story content has 
aged far better than nearly all of its contemporary competition. 
And you even get to save the United States’ entire population of 
sasquatches in the end! 

Despite the near-universal popularity of Hit the Road among 
adventure fans, the cult classic wound up being just that-a cult 
hit, the sort of game that'd show up on web sites’ "Top 10 Over- 
looked Gems You Are Slow-Witted For Not Playing” lists once a 
year—for well over a decade. It didn't help that the state of the 
characters was in question even when there was interest in a 


sequel. LucasArts all but finished a new Sam & Max adventure 
game a few years back, but abruptly cancelled the project in 
early 2004 in the midst of around of company belt-tightening, 
much to the chagrin of fans worldwide who wanted to watch a 
cartoon rabbit abuse some more animals besides that cat at the 
start of Hit the Road. 

It wasn’t until later in 2005 that Steve Purcell and Telltale 
Games (an outfit founded mainly by ex-LucasArts developers) 
announced the launch of an episodic series of Freelance Police 
adventures. Sam & Max: Season One debuted in October 2006, 
and it was as nothing short of sheer heaven for fans of all types. 
There was Sam, stoic and inquisitive in his role as player-avatar. 
‘There was Max, a constant source of glee as he whined about 
injustice, became head of state, and generally made a nuisance 
of himself. There was...something of a plot, ranging from a 
statue of Abraham Lincoln running for president to a visit to 
Ted E. Bear's Mafia-Free Playland and Casino ("]. Edgar Hoover 
always insists/ Organized crime just doesn't exist/QED, they're 
not in our midst"). Mainly, however, there was lots of dog: and 
rabbitinduced mayhem. Sure, the old-school adventure chal- 
lenge was mostly gone~each of Season One's six episodes can 
be completed ina longish sitting without taxing the brain too 
strongly—but what Telltale sacrificed in length, it harvested in 
charm. (Season One is available for download right now, or ina 
retail package complete with lots of bonus bits. Your choice.) 

For the five-episode-long Season Two, the final installment 
of which just came up on telltalegames.com, things are still 
suitably insane, The show kicked off with Santa Claus trying to 
kill Sam & Max, for one. That was kind of rough, as was getting 
sucked into the Bermuda Triangle and getting trapped in the 
castle of an emo-vampire extraordinaire. But could all this be 
but appetizers for the main course of pure evil that awaits our 
unassuming heroes in the end? Yes. Wait, Imean no. Hang on 
aminute... I'm receiving a transmission... ah. Yes. The answer 
is yes, It's extremely evil. This month's cover? Yeah, that's a 
bighint. 

With Season Two wrapped up, however, is this the end of 
the Freelance Police's careers for good? Yes, Wait, no. (Sigh. - 
ed.] Well, at the very least, Telltale ain't going anywhere— 
they've signed on to create episodic content for Nintendo's new 
WiiWare game-download service, which can never be a bad 
thing, What sort of little buddy will be cracking us up in months 
to come? We can't bear to wait any longer to find out. 
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PiQ: What would you say the core of the humor of Sam 
& Max tnuly is? The comic is all over the map, veering 
between slapstick and high-concept absurdism, yet there 
seems to be a sort of unifying theme that I can't quite put 
my finger on. 


Steve Purcell: Id say that the core is the characters them- 
selves. I've always thought of Sam & Maxas that kind of 
long friendship where you develop a comumon language 
of obscure personal references. Everything in their world 
is put there to give Sam & Max raw materials to react to. 
Tve often said whatever “plot” there is in a Sam & Max 
story is there only to give the characters an excuse to say 
things to each other. 


PiQ: So, the Philippines in “Monkeys Violating the 
Heavenly Temple" - drawn without reference material, 
certainly, but what were you thinking of? Anything in 
particular? 


SP: Sometimes I'll carefully draw all the screws on the 


automatic weapon but other times I don't want to wallk 
five feet to pick up the book that I know has the exact 
photo in it that Ineed. The reason that story took place in 
the Philippines was because at the time I was fascinated 
by those weird characters that pretend to pull tumors out 
of your body with their bare hands, who tended to reside 
in the Philippines. [knew I wasn't going to spend any time 
researching the location so Ijust tossed in that gag instead. 


PiQ: What's your favorite food-on-a-stick? Me, I like com 
dogs, but only “good” ones (whatever that means) 


SP: Well, Chicken Satay is pretty great, but have some- 
times indulged in the com dogs at Santa Cruz boardwallein 
California. The best partis the giant mustard dispenser at 


=. a 


the condiment stand, When you press the plunger the mus 
tard squirts all over your shoes. I's fun to sit and watch it 
happen over and over while you eat your comdog 


iQ: Rats and roaches seem to abound in the backgrounds 
of the comic and the various paintings, and I've always 
wanted to know: Why all the vermin? 


SP:I draw what Isee. They're everywhere! There's one 
zawling up my - GAAAAAH! DEAR GOD! KILL IT! SOME- 
BODY! 


Pig: Similarly, Inotice you often return to pirates of 
sort- any particular reason why, oris it 
pirates are cool? 
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We know a guy that, whenever Sam & Max: Surf in’ the Highway 


comes u 
work of 


bring ourselves to disagree with him. = It's that goo 


Yy" would've had to be among the truly hardcore to be 
into Sam & Max comics before 1995. That was the year 
the few chapters of the highly sporadic comic was first 
collected into a trade paperback; the book collected all the 
material that had been published on the pair to date and 
was an instant classic. A second printing followed in 1996, 
but that marked the beginning of a long, dark time for fans; 
the comic went out of print and off the radar. 

Yet a comic this good is unlikely to stay down. Word 
of Surfin’ the Highway spread quietly, from fan to fan. 
“Read this,” a true believer might say to a friend. “It will 
change your life.” Sadly, in the decade since the book's 
printing, your only hope for reading it lay in finding a 
generous person to lend you theirs, or to cough up a hun- 
ded bucks on eBay for one of the rare copies not already 
hoarded by the rabid fans—until now. 

Telltale Games has issued a magnificent new edition 
of Surfin’ the Highway, with everything the old book had 
plusa lotit didn’t 

The book, appropriately enough, is an odd beast. It col 
lects all the fullength Sam & Max comics, but owing to 
the spotty history of the duo, there are a variety of shorter 


SP: They're so uncool as to be cool. They have hooks 
and stumps and you don't have to draw their hats right 
because their hats can look any way you want. They like 
to sing and dance badly and most likely have nasty teeth 
ora poked-out eye. Why wouldn't want to keep return- 
ing to them? 

PiQ: I've always wondered if you keep a file of deus ex 
machina characters, and just pull them out when 

sary, like The Rubber Pants Commandos and Ratzo and 
his Howling halo; 


SP: I suppose there's a lot of old Monty Python rattling 
around in my pop culture subconscious. Usually when 
one of their sketch pieces had nun its course, some ran- 


in conversation, he firmly 


3 it to 


“the greatest 
tis, we can't 


pieces sprinkled throughout. The centerpiece of the work 
is amulti-chapter epic entitled "Sam & Max On the Road” 
("based on the famed beat generation novel, Sam and 
‘Max Drive Around in a Car’), and this correspondent 
counts himself lucky to have experienced it on the actual 
road. There's nothing quite like speeding through a god- 
forsaken stretch of desert in, say, New Mexico, passing one 
of the ubiquitous series of sun-bleached “Stuckey's, 500 
feet!" billboards while reading a comic wherein the charac- 
ters are doing the same thing. Not content to simply be yet 
another wacky adventure, “On the Road” also manages 
the elusive essence of road-tripping across the 


Add in the various shorter pieces, the color spoofs of 
Star Wars and Indiana Jones (to name a few), the cover 
painting gallery, and the spread on fizzball (required 
equipment: some cheap, evilsmelling beer and an axe 
handle), and a bunch of pieces that defy description 
entirely, and Surfin’ the Highways (in the words of the 
backof:the-book copy on the first edition) truly the only 
book you'll ever need. 


dom character would walk in and shut it down. Irecall 
Ratzo and the Octopi fell into that story because I had just 
seen a nature show about the octopus. The level of intel- 
ligence for what I consider a horrible ooking creature was 
stariling. In the comic, one of the octopuses even calls out 
the true fact that he's capable of opening a jar, the idea of 
which makes me shudder. 


PiQ: Have there been any changes in your treatment, art. 


3e, of the characters in Sam & Max in the years since 
Surfin’ the Highway? Would a (completely hypothetical) 
future Sam & Max comic look appreciably different from 
what we've already se 


SP: Sure. They're both way more streamlined when I 


In retrospect, it seems ludicrously improbable. The violent, antiso- 
cial nature of the humor of Sam & Max is completely incompatible 
with that bastion of the mainstream, the Saturday morning cartoon. 


And 


et an entire season of the animated Sam & Max TV series 


aired on Fox Kids in 1997, promptly following its printed compan- 
ion into unobtainable obscurity—until now 


T* problem seems like an intractable one: How do you 
translate an underground comic book whose humor is 
based on violent subversion of cop-show tropes and 20th- 
century Americana into an animated TV show that won't 
send network censors into convulsions? The answer, in 
short, is to dial down the violence and general inappropri 
ateness, and compensate with pure weird. 

Even leaving behind gems like fizzball and "On the 
Road”, weirdness abounds in the world of Sam & Max; 
rich veins of absurdity that a competent writing staff 
would have no trouble mining and refining into a sur 
realistic tableau appropriate (kind of) for broadcast televi 
sion. In retrospect, it seems ahead of its time; Sam & Max 
‘were fighting villains like Mack Salmon and the Uglions 
a decade before Adult Swim came along and brought 
animated absurdism to the cable-TV masses 

The expanded format allowed for a larger cast, and 
brought in a number of recurring characters that had only 
cameos in the comic-or were nonexistent entirely. The 
most obvious one is The Geek, a git! genius that lives in 
the Sub-basement of Solitude under Sam & Max's office 


draw them now. Both Sam & Max have a lot less teeth. 
‘Max has lost weight. The future version will be in the form. 
of electrical impulses applied directly to the neurocartex 
to stimulate the pleasure center. 

Pi: The various “Sam & Max: On the Road” stories ring ee 
rily true to anyone who's roadtripped across the Southwest 
(The dinosaurs, the Stuckey's, etc.) W. 


(or otherwise, I suppose) roadtrip adventure: 
the particular flavor of weirdness that is “On 


SP: When I was kid we traveled across the country by car 
a couple of times. I was always begging my Dad to stop at 
Stuckey’s or some random roadside attraction like World's 
Largest Prairie Dog. Occasionally he would give in and 


When she's not on the phone with the president solving 
global warming (if only!), she’s either helping the Free 
lance Police out with an outlandish invention or calling on 
them to bail her out-when her refrigerator is possessed by 
a malevolent spirit, for example. 

Some characters from the comics lose very little in 
the transition to animation. Everyone's favorite deus ex 
machina, Sergeant Blip and the Rubber Pants Comman- 
does (a squad of babies led by a cigarchomping chimp) 
trade their firearms for milk-shooting sucker-guns. I's 
hard to get upset about some imagined declawing of the 
humor when it amounts to trading G. Gordon Liddy jokes 
for villains like Lactose the Intolerant— it's still funny. 

Thanks to the pop-culture curators at Shout! Factory, 
all 24 episodes of the animated Sam & Max: Freelance 
Police are now available on DVD, after years of obscurity. 
The collection includes an entire disk of extras with a 
Steve Purcell interview, series bible, and a handful of short 
animated pieces—it's hard to imagine a more generous 
release, and all for a measly 25 bucks. It'd be a bargain at 
twice the price. 


those places stuck with me. We traveled in a black batmo- 
bile style Chrysler that was a cousin of Sam & Max's De Soto. 


PiQ: Sam & 
when 


Max feels as fresh and funny today as it did 
hy it’s aged so well? It 
ing c 


created - any idea 
seers like the industr pl 
SP: Well, thanks, I hope it comes off that way. I want to 
think that there's some level of craftsmanship in all the 
Sam & Max stuff -none of it ever came super easy. Whether 
working on my own or with other people, we always tried 
to make something that people could like for a long time. 


ms risky—How did 
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SP: I played it once on a lazy Sunday with Hellboy creator 
Mike Mignola, Arthur Adams, and Mike's brothers, Scott 
and Todd. Like chimps, we started by trying (for God 
knows what reason) to lob a fireplace log onto a beer can 
froma distance, then we dug out some axe handles and 
started pitching cans at each other. All the phenomena in 
the strip actually happened at some point. We didn’t play 
again but Inever stop hearing from fans who made it their 
own ritual. 


PiQ: Of all the voice actors who've played Sam and Max 
the years, who have you liked the best? 


SP: Bill Farmer established the voice of Sam in the old 
LucasArts game and I always like his dry read. I've liked all 


the Max's but Robert Tinkler from the TV series stood out. 
He tried some ideas I wouldn't have thought of, like mak- 
ing Max more of a mimic that can go on a tear sounding 
like different characters. TV Sam, Harvey Atkin, was more 
excitable, he had a dog-with-his-head-out-the-window 
quality to his delivery that could make me laugh. The new 
Telltale Games actors, David Nowlin and William Kasten, 
have quickly made the roles their own. 


PiQ: Along those lines, what were your favorite moments 
or episodes from the TV series? 


SP: There's an episode called “The Glazed MacGutfin 
Affair" where Sam & Max are horrified to find that their 
favorite oily junk food snack is being banned. Atsome 


point the machinery that makes the MacGuffins spits out 
the very last one and as they stare at it in awe, Sam says, 
“It looks like you, Max.” I don't know why but always 
laugh at that. 


Pig: Have you met any particularly impressive ormemo- 


table fans over the years? 


‘SP: Sam & Max’s fans are remarkably grounded. They 
aren't the kind that flip out about much and seem to 
appreciate subtle gags alongside the implied mayhem. I 
always like when fans make stuff. At WonderCon in San 
Francisco, Ijust met a gal named Sparky, who was heft- 
‘nga life sized Max doll that when you feel it, seemed to 
have some kind of articulated skeleton inside. Hopefully 


it was no one she knew. 


Pig: Did you discover any Sam & Max fans at Pixar? I'm 
wondering how the characters would be received there, 
what with their “unofficial mascot” status back in the 
Lucasarts days. 


SP: A lot of the folks I work with have some pretty ambi- 
tious projects going on in their own time. So there's a lot 
of stuff Iget to be a fan of. But it always makes me smile 
when the women on my project all wear their Max and 
Crossbones shirts on the same day. 


